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Painting into the Corner of the
Conventional
Posted on September 1, 2006 by Editor
By Chris Pruett <c_pruett@efn.org>
Games are a medium defined by interactivity, and they are designed to use interactivity to
entertain.  Before we can discuss video games as art, or the role of games in modern society, or
the potential impact of games on game players, it is important that the medium itself be well
defined.  Though video games vary greatly in style and construction, they all share the same
fundamental goal: to entertain the player through interactivity.
This simple concept has blossomed into a vast and profitable entertainment industry.  Beginning
with the release of Pong in 1972, game developers have found that a marketable game can be
an incredibly lucrative investment.  The difficulty for people wishing to invest in video games has
always been predicting the next big hit; it turns out that making interactive software that people
find genuinely entertaining is much more challenging than it seems.
The difficulty of the medium is reflected in the high number of bad games on the market.
 Sometimes these are games that simply failed to excite their target audience, but usually they
are games that fail because there was not enough time or effort spent on ensuring entertainment
quality.  One famous example is E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial [1] , a game released in 1982 for the
Atari 2600 game system, coinciding with the release of Steven Spielberg’s movie of the same
name.  In order for the tie-in to work, Atari needed to release the game at the same time that
E.T. hit the theaters, which left only five weeks to develop the title from scratch [2] .  When the
game hit the market, it was so bad that many copies were returned outright .  That quarter Atari
lost $536 million, which lead to an industry-wide crash in 1983.  Though E.T. was not the only
mega-flop of the period, it is widely considered to be the quintessential symbol of the gaming
industry’s early failure.
Twenty-three years later, the industry continues to struggle with the same fundamental problem
that destroyed Atari.  In an industry where product quality is difficult to guarantee, how are
investors to ensure a profit?  Investors realize that producing a hit can result in very high returns,
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but there is no way to reliably predict which titles will turn out well and which will fail.
The never-ending forward march of technology, and the increased costs that come with
developing on the cutting edge, has caused game development costs to balloon.  Hardware
developers like Microsoft, Nintendo, and Sony have relied heavily on the perception that there is
a correlation between hardware power and game quality.  As a result, a modern game for
Sony’s Playstation 2 system can cost anywhere from $5 million to $20 million to develop, and
can require large teams of people to work for years to complete.  If the game is a hit, its
investors stand to make huge profits [3] , but if it flops they will lose everything.  Since predicting
hits is so difficult, investors are taking a huge risk by bankrolling game development.
Investors look at the video game market and see cost rising at an exponential rate.  And while
the size of the market is also increasing, it is not growing at a rate sufficient to guarantee profit.
 So, in order to reduce the risk that they will lose money on their investment, the check-writers
of the game industry are removing the most volatile and unpredictable variable from the equation:
creativity.
Reducing creativity in the game development world means simplifying the game design and
relying on game mechanics that have already proven successful in other games.  It also often
means association with a brand or license that is intended to draw a larger audience.  Investors
are worried that new brands may not appeal to game consumers, and that new game
mechanics may not prove enjoyable enough to turn their investment into a hit.  So they rely on
historical data: they select brands and game formats that have proved popular in the past in
hopes that they will continue to perform well in the market.
The problem with this approach is that the actual game–the part where the player interacts with
the software and is entertained–gets dropped from the equation.  If sales can be guaranteed by
selecting the right combination of game mechanics and branding, what point is there to
improving the quality in any other area?  Even if we know that the difference between a good
game and a bad game is only a matter of several development months, why spend money on
that extra time when sales are ensured by the brand the game is attached to?  This line of
reasoning actively removes the creation of new methods of interaction, the part that is both the
most risky and the most important, from the game development process.  This is, in a nutshell,
what happened to E.T. in 1982.
Despite abysmal failures like E.T. , a lot of investors lean towards this approach because it seems
to make their investment much less risky.  But as a result, the market is flooded with terrible
games.  Sites that show game reviews in aggregate report hundreds of games released in 2005
alone that garnered lower than a 70% average score [4], the bare minimum for most enjoyable
games.  This is a terrible situation for game consumers because it makes purchase selection
difficult: after a gamer has purchased a bad game for $49.99, they will be much more careful
about what they buy in the future.  In the end, the games that are heavily marketed, connected
to a brand that is associated with quality game design (such as Nintendo’s Super Mario), or gain
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popularity by word of mouth sell the best.
The next generation video game systems are orders of magnitude more powerful than their
predecessors, which means that development costs will continue to rise in the future.  Sony’s
Playstation 3 and Microsoft’s Xbox 360 are locked in a battle to convince gamers that one
system is more powerful than the other, and will therefore host superior games.  But the push for
better technology has driven the price of these systems up dramatically from their predecessors:
$599 and $399 respectively.  For game developers, creating games for these systems means
spending more money and incurring even higher financial risk than before.  Unless the market
stabilizes enough to quell investor fear, increased costs will mean a decrease in innovation and
creativity on both systems.  Sony and Microsoft are betting that development risk will be
mitigated by a large audience, but the high cost of both systems threatens to keep the number
of customers down.  Both systems run the risk of being more expensive to develop for than the
market can sustain [5].
At least one major player in the industry has recognized this trend and is trying to do something
about it.  Nintendo, a company with over one hundred years of game creating experience, is
taking a decidedly different approach for their next game system.  They have publicly decried the
narrowness of the video game market, and believe that for the game market to expand, major
changes must occur in the way games are played.  To that end, their next generation system,
the Nintendo Wii, features a unique controller.  Rather than relying on buttons and joysticks, the
Wii controller itself can detect spatial movements, allowing games based on sweeping arm
moments, rotations of the wrist, or pointing at something on screen.  Nintendo’s aim is to get
people who are intimidated or unacquainted with a normal video game controller to play games,
and to that end the Wii system itself is expected to hit store shelves at a much lower price that
the competition.  Analysts also expect that the Wii will be much less powerful than Sony and
Microsoft’s new systems, but Nintendo is banking on the idea that most consumers do not care
much about computational capability.
If Nintendo’s approach is successful, the industry may shift away from titles that require high
budgets and incur high risk to smaller, less profitable titles that can be developed quickly and
regularly.  Nintendo has already won a similar battle for handheld game machines, with its DS
system outselling the more powerful Sony PSP thanks to a plethora of low-cost, high quality
games and a unique input system.
Should Nintendo’s approach prove unprofitable, the game industry may be heading for another
crash.  At some point, the technological arms race that Sony and Microsoft are locked in will
cause prices to rise above the level that the market is willing to sustain, at which point investors
for those platforms will have nowhere to go.  It is possible that consumers will continue to accept
higher prices for bad games, but if the events of 1983 are any indication, it may take only one
terrible flop to damage the entire industry.
Notes
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23 THOUGHTS ON “PAINTING INTO THE CORNER OF THE CONVENTIONAL”
[1] Wikipedia has much more information on E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial and its legacy:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E.T._the_Extra-Terrestrial_(Atari_2600)
[2] Five weeks was amazingly short for video game development, even in 1982. At the time most
games took between four and six months to produce.
[3] For example, Microsoft’s “Halo” has generated over $170 million since it was released in
2001. See http://www.next-gen.biz/page1.html for more information about how games from the
current generation have done in the market.
[4] Such as www.gamerankings.com , which shows 200 games below 70% released in 2005.
 Note that there are some duplicates in this list for games released on multiple platforms.
[5] This is already happening in other parts of the industry. Sony’s Playstation Portable, a
handheld game system that retails for $249.99, is the most powerful handheld machine on the
market.  However, the cost of the system has prevented many people from buying it, and
consequently it is too expensive and risky for developers to make games that take full advantage
of the hardware.  As a result, most of the games for the device are ports from other systems.
This entry was posted in Uncategorized by Editor. Bookmark the permalink
[http://bcis.pacificu.edu/interface/?p=3270] .
Horacio
on February 2, 2014 at 7:43 PM said:
If some one wishes expert view about running a blog
afterward i suggest him/her to visit this website, Keep up the fastidious
work.
Blanca
on February 3, 2014 at 4:46 AM said:
Hey There. I found your blog using msn. This is an extremely well written article.
I will be sure to bookmark it and come back to read more
of your useful information. Thanks for the post. I’ll definitely comeback.
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Sonja
on February 3, 2014 at 10:26 AM said:
I am really loving the theme/design of your site.
Do you ever run into any internet browser compatibility problems?
A small number of my blog visitors have complained
about my site not working correctly in Explorer but looks great in Safari.
Do you have any recommendations to help fix this
issue?
Kevin
on February 4, 2014 at 5:51 AM said:
What’s up, its pleasant post regarding media print, we all understand media is a fantastic
source of facts.
Alexandra
on February 4, 2014 at 9:14 AM said:
Terrific work! This is the kind of info that are meant to be shared across the
net. Shame on the seek engines for no longer positioning
this submit higher! Come on over and visit my site .
Thank you =)
Della
on February 4, 2014 at 9:58 AM said:
It’s hard to find experienced people in this particular topic, but you seem like
you know what you’re talking about! Thanks
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port canaveral hotels charleston apartments ibex dust mites natchez broome
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oklahoma city homes easy gals jackson houses your file selma woodbury locust
wedding albums university of
on February 4, 2014 at 11:17 AM said:
Thanks very nice blog!
Sunny
on February 4, 2014 at 2:41 PM said:
Wonderful work! That is the kind of info that are supposed to be shared across the net.
Shame on the search engines for not positioning this put up upper!
Come on over and consult with my website . Thanks =)
make money online znz
on February 4, 2014 at 10:07 PM said:
Wow, this article is pleasant, my younger sister is analyzing these things, therefore
I am going to tell her.
code breaker manga
on February 5, 2014 at 2:28 AM said:
Hey there! I’ve been following your weblog for a while now and
finally got the bravery to go ahead and give you a shout out from New Caney Tx!
Just wanted to mention keep up the good work!
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Neil
on February 5, 2014 at 3:29 AM said:
Its like you learn my mind! You seem to know so
much about this, like you wrote the guide in it or something.
I think that you simply could do with a few % to drive the
message home a little bit, however instead of that, this is wonderful blog.
An excellent read. I will certainly be back.
jobnet liu
on February 5, 2014 at 3:50 AM said:
I every time emailed this website post page to all my associates,
as if like to read it after that my contacts will too.
make money online hoax
on February 5, 2014 at 4:18 AM said:
When someone writes an post he/she maintains the idea of a user in
his/her brain that how a user can know it. So that’s why
this piece of writing is perfect. Thanks!
make money sexting
on February 5, 2014 at 4:52 AM said:
Quality posts is the crucial to interest the viewers to pay a visit the web site, that’s what
this site is
providing.
apps Engine
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on February 5, 2014 at 5:17 AM said:
Usually I do not read article on blogs, but I wish to say that this write-up very compelled
me to take a look at and do so!
Your writing style has been amazed me. Thanks, quite nice
article.
Tomoko
on February 5, 2014 at 7:42 AM said:
Wow, this piece of writing is pleasant, my sister is analyzing such things, therefore I am
going to let know
her.
Online Marketing
on February 5, 2014 at 10:15 AM said:
Thanks for another informative web site. Where else may I
get that kind of info written in such an ideal means?
I have a challenge that I’m just now working on, and I have been at the look out for
such info.
retirement bonds
on February 5, 2014 at 12:35 PM said:
I just like the valuable info you provide in your articles.
I will bookmark your weblog and take a look at again here regularly.
I am reasonably certain I will be told plenty of new stuff proper right here!
Best of luck for the following!
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Stanton
on February 5, 2014 at 2:23 PM said:
I got this web page from my buddy who told me regarding this web page and now this
time I am browsing this web page and
reading very informative articles or reviews at this time.
Maurita Seiberling
on February 5, 2014 at 3:03 PM said:
Lieber Autor, das ist wirklich ein guter Beitrag, aber haben Sie einige weitere
Informationen zu den Themen, die Sie aufgeworfen?
home business blog
on February 5, 2014 at 5:36 PM said:
Very nice post. I just stumbled upon your
weblog and wished to say that I have truly enjoyed browsing your blog posts.
After all I’ll be subscribing to your feed and I hope you write again soon!
Parker Brill
on February 5, 2014 at 8:08 PM said:
Ausgezeichnet lesen, ich habe gerade bestanden diese auf einen Kollegen, der dabei ein
wenig Forschung auf, dass wurde. Und er tatsächlich kaufte mir Mittagessen, weil ich es
gefunden für ihn Also lassen Sie lächeln mich anders formulieren.
Mac Casiano
on February 6, 2014 at 7:32 AM said:
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Ce fut vraiment une pièce révélatrice de travail. La liste ad libitum que vous avez produit
organiquement m’a certainement donné l’inspiration pour continuer à admirer le fait que
vous êtes capable de matériau qui reflète véritablement la disposition d’un individu
conscient de production.
